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Executive Summary 

A lmost half a million children attend schools in rural 
Texas. Though this population is large, more than 
80% of Texans live in urban and suburban areas, 
making it easy for rural students to be lost in educational 
policy discussions. This report investigates the extent to 
which the educational needs of rural students are being 
met in one crucial area of education in Texas: the quality of 
the teaching corps and the conditions under which they 
teach. 

Our research reveals substantial deficits in offering rural 
students in Texas an excellent education and in meeting 
their educational needs. The study examines more than 
100 relevant indicators, grouped into four categories or 
gauges. Gauge I looks at the characteristics of rural stu- 



dents and communities. Gauge II focuses on characteris- 
tics of the present educator corps. The third gauge exam- 
ines selected conditions of rural Texas districts that can be 
modified by policy (such as staffing patterns). The last gauge 
centers on issues related to teacher professional develop- 
ment. 

In general, we focus on factors that impact student learn- 
ing and that can be improved, when necessary, by thoughtful 
policies. We present data, primarily from the School and 
Staffing Survey, 1999-2000, and compare it to rural areas 
of other states and non-rural areas within Texas. These com- 
parisons offer a comprehensive picture of the conditions 
and challenges of rural Texas education. Here are a few of 
the highlights. 
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How Rural Texas Compares to Non-Rural Texas 
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Summary of Key Findings 



Taken together, the indicators related to teachers and teach- 
ing conditions reveal the strengths and weaknesses of rural 
education in Texas. 

There are some very positive characteristics of rural schools 
in Texas. For example: 

1. Rural teachers report a high level of job satisfaction. 

2. Rural principals are perceived by teachers as good com- 
municators and supportive of their staff. 

3. There are fewer serious student discipline issues iden- 
tified by rural teachers than by urban teachers in Texas. 
Pregnancy, cutting classes, and high dropout rates are not 
perceived as major problems by principals in rural Texas. 

4. Rural Texas schools have adequate technology hard- 
ware and most computers are connected to the Internet. 

On the other hand, rural schools in Texas face some major 
challenges and suffer some deficiencies. For example: 

5. Compared to either non-rural districts in Texas or to 
rural districts nationwide, rural districts in Texas are chal- 
lenged by: 

• higher poverty levels 

• a larger migrant student population 

• a higher than average special education 
population 

• a higher percentage of students with limited 
English skills 

6. Compared to either non-rural districts in Texas or to 
rural districts nationwide, rural Texas districts tend to have 

• a higher teacher turnover rate 

• a higher percentage of new teachers hired at the 
last minute 

• a higher incidence of out-of-field teaching 
assignments 

• much lower teacher and principal salaries 

7. Rural Texas schools have relatively few support staff 
(such as nurses, social workers, special education, Title I 
aides, etc.) even on a limited and part-time basis. 

8. There is a significant ethnicity mismatch between stu- 
dents and educators in rural Texas schools. 



9. There are significantly fewer outside sources of fund- 
ing for professional development in rural Texas in all cat- 
egories (such as funding with private grants, Title I mon- 
ies, and school improvement funds). 

10. Despite adequate technology, many rural Texas schools 
lack adequate technology personnel, and teachers and ad- 
ministrators must fill in the gap. 

Recommendations 

The report includes 19 recommendations for state level 
action that we believe will be helpful in addressing some of 
the challenges of rural schooling in Texas. Among these 
recommendations are the following: 

1. Study the allocation and use of federal dollars, espe- 
cially Title I funds, to ensure that the money is reaching 
the appropriate districts and that the money is used effec- 
tively. 

2. Review certification standards to allow flexibility for 
qualified teachers to teach other subjects in addition to 
their main certified teaching field. 

3. Eliminate the teacher and administrator salary gaps 
between rural and non-rural districts with additional state 
aid. 

4. Provide additional state aid to fully support adequate 
technology personnel in all districts. 

5. Improve the collection of data on student and teacher 
characteristics and refine categorical definitions as needed. 

6. Evaluate the Texas school finance system to determine 
the degree to which it is equitable and adequate. 

This portrait of rural teachers and teaching conditions in 
Texas reveals a number of areas of significant deficiencies 
for rural schools. With many high-need students and lag- 
ging support, rural schools are required to do more with 
less. This is a disservice to rural students and staff. 

These deficiencies can and should be rectified. This will 
require thoughtful policies, and in many cases, financial 
support. We believe these efforts are crucial, however — the 
half million rural students in Texas should not be 
underserved or left behind. 



Rural T exas Matters 
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21 mil/or 



Texas is big — both in population (almost 21 million) and in area (262, 
miles). And though most Texans live in suburban and urban areas, 
in rural communities in Texas than in any other state. 




Quare 
eople live 



O ver four million children go to public schools in 
Texas. Of these, almost half a million (474,000) 
students attend school in rural areas. Thirty-six 
percent of rural Texas students are members of a minority 
group, 46% are poor, and more than 31,000 students in 
rural Texas do not speak English well. These are Texas-style 
large numbers that begin to reveal some of the challenges 
of ensuring that all students in Texas receive an excellent 
education. In a huge state like Texas, where more than 80% 
of the population lives in urban and suburban areas, it is 
easy for rural children to be neglected or discounted. It is 
important, therefore, to investigate the extent to which 
the needs of rural children are being met in Texas schools. 



Much of this report is focused on teachers in rural Texas. 
Though there are many other ingredients to successful edu- 
cational reform strategies (for example, adequate facilities), 
research clearly reveals that effective, qualified teachers are 
the keystones to such efforts. Without competent teachers, 
all other efforts are insufficient. 

The data in this report is organized around four “gauges” 
measuring the condition of rural education in Texas. Each 
gauge is presented in a separate section of the report, in- 
cluding the questions investigated, a summary of the key 
findings, and a comparison chart of the data. 



To do this, we examined selected information about rural 
Texas communities and students, rural educators, condi- 
tions in rural schools, and professional development op- 
portunities offered teachers in rural areas. Our goal was to 
highlight conditions and practices in rural schools that 
influence student learning and can be improved, when 
necessary, by thoughtful policies. 

Our findings reveal significant deficiencies in offering an 
excellent education to rural students in Texas and in meet- 
ing their educational needs. 



Gauge I: The Rural Texas Landscape - This gauge de- 
scribes characteristics of rural students and communities. 
These are the “givens” that confront teachers as they enter 
the classroom each day and that cannot be changed through 
educational policies. This gauge examines questions such 
as: How rural is Texas? How many rural students live in 
poverty? How many rural students are members of minor- 
ity groups? How many are classified as Limited English 
Proficient? 
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Gauge II: The Educator Corps - This gauge presents the 
characteristics of the present teacher force in rural Texas. It 
answers questions such as: Who are the members of the 
current teacher and principal corps? To what extent does 
the ethnicity of teachers match that of the students? How 
experienced are rural teachers? How qualified are they? To 
what degree is there a teacher shortage? Who are the prin- 
cipals in rural Texas? 

Gauge III: The Teaching Policy Environment - This 
gauge is constructed to examine some of the practices and 
conditions of rural Texas schools that can be modified (di- 
rectly or indirectly) by state and/or local policy. It explores 
questions such as: What are the staffing patterns found in 
rural Texas schools? How much support do teachers get 
from other personnel? To what degree is there a “digital 
divide” in rural Texas? Do rural schools have the staffing 
capacity to effectively use technology? Are rural teachers 
provided professional development to use technology? 

Gauge IV: The State of Teacher Professional Develop- 
ment - This gauge measures efforts to provide teachers 
with professional development opportunities. Questions 
in this section include: What types of professional devel- 
opment are available to rural educators? How is profes- 
sional development funded in rural Texas? How useful is 
professional development? 



The “Conclusions” section summarizes the main findings 
of this investigation and makes policy recommendations 
to better serve the needs of rural Texas students. 

The Data Sources 

Most of the data used in this analysis are from the School 
and Staffing Surveys, 1999-2000 (SASS), the U.S. Census 
(2000), and the Common Core of Data (2001-2002). In 
addition, when available, more recent data were obtained 
from the Texas Education Agency website. 

Since this report is primarily based on data from 1 999- 
2000, we realize that the data in some areas may be out- 
dated and may not reflect present conditions. For example, 
recent financial problems in Texas have caused a reduction 
in state aid for technology, down substantially from the 
1999 level. Also, federal requirements under the No Child 
Left Behind Act (NCLB) are undoubtedly causing some 
reordering of priorities in all districts, rural and non-rural 
alike. We know, for example, that meeting the requirements 
for “highly qualified” teachers presents additional burdens 
for rural districts that are already hard to staff. In spite of 
this limitation, the SASS data presented here offer an ex- 
cellent basis for comparison between rural and non-rural 
Texas, and between rural Texas and rural districts in other 
states. As such, we believe this report accurately exposes 
the major challenges facing rural Texas schools and serves 
as a useful baseline for future studies. 
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Gauge I: The Rural Texas Landscape 



This gauge gives a demographic snapshot of Texas' rural areas and the rural student population. These 
factors set the context for schooling in rural Texas and help to determine the nature and extent of rural 
student needs. This gauge explores the following Questions: 



How rural is Texas? 

★ What percent of the population lives in rural areas? 

★ What percent of public schools are in rural areas? 

★ What percent of the children go to school in rural 
places? 

★ What percent of rural schools are experiencing enroll 
ment declines of at least 10%? 



Who are the students in rural Texas? 

★ What percent of students live in poverty? 

★ What percent of students are minorities? 

★ What percent of students are migrants? 

★ What percent of the students are in special education 
(i.e., on Individual Education Plans or IEPs)? 

★ What percent of the students are classified as Limited 
English Proficient? 

★ What are the main student discipline issues (from 

principals’ perspectives)? 



Key Findings 

How rural is Texas? 

About 3.7 million people live in rural areas of Texas. That’s 
more than 17% of the entire population of the state. This 
relatively low percentage can be deceiving: there are more 
rural people living in Texas than in any other state. 

Twenty-three percent of all public schools in Texas are in 
rural areas. 1 Fourteen percent of all Texas students attend 
these rural schools. And in spite of some areas of rapid 
population growth, 27% of rural schools in Texas have ex- 
perienced declining enrollment of at least 10% from 1996 
to 2000. That figure is 10 percentage points lower than 
the national average. 

Who are the students in rural Texas? 

Poverty. Texas is a poor state. Forty-three percent of all 
Texas students are eligible for free and reduced-priced lunch. 
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,7.5% 
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% of public schools 
in rural areas 
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enrolled in rural schools 
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Graph 1.1: Texas’ Rurality 



This compares to 36% nationally. Rural students in Texas 
are even poorer. Forty-six percent of rural Texas students 
qualify for free or reduced-price lunch. 

Minority enrollment. Texas has high percentages of mi- 
nority student enrollment. In non-rural Texas districts, 
58.9% of all students are members of a minority group; in 
rural Texas that figure is 35.8%. The national average in 
rural areas is 20.6%. While rural Texas has a lower per- 
centage of minorities than other areas in Texas, it still has 
significantly more minorities than many other rural areas 
in the United States. Flispanic students constitute the larg- 
est minority group in Texas, both in rural areas (29%) and 
in non-rural areas (38.7%). 

Migrant population. SASS data indicate that very large 
segments of the rural student population in Texas are mi- 
grants (15%). This compares with 4.5% for non-rural Texas 
districts and a national average of 5.7%. 

Special education population. In a reversal of national 
trends, rural Texas districts have more special education 
students than non-rural Texas districts (measured by num- 
ber of students on IEPs). The difference is not very dra- 
matic, however. Special education students account for 
13.5% of students in rural areas, versus 12.1% in non- 
rural Texas. The non-rural percentage is close to the na- 
tional average, but the rural percentage is notably higher 
than the national average. 
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Student Population 

U.S. Texas Texas 

U.S. All U.S. Rural Non-Rural Texas All Rural 1 Non-Rural 



Student poverty 

(students eligible for free or reduced-price 
lunch) 
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43.1% 


Minority enrollment 

(student population that is a member of a 

minority group) 
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African-American student 
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Migrant student population 
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4.9% 


5.4% 


15.0% 


4.5% 


Special education students 
(students with lEPs) 


12.1% 


11.9% 


12.2% 


12.2% 


13.5% 


12.1% 


Students with Limited English 
Proficiency 


5.0% 


2.7% 


5.5% 


8.6% 


4.4% 


9.2% 



Table 1.1: Student Population 



Limited English Proficient (LEP) population. Texas as a 
whole has a significantly higher percentage of LEP stu- 
dents than the national average due to the high numbers 
of Spanish-speaking people, including many immigrants. 
SASS data from 1999-2000 indicate that 4.4% of students 
in rural Texas and 9.2% in non-rural areas are classified as 
LEP. These are both about two-thirds higher than the 
national averages. 



discipline issues and other 
problems that were identi- 
fied by 25% or more of the 
principals. 

The top four problems are 
almost universal across all 
groups nationally and in 
Texas: unprepared stu- 
dents, poverty, lack of pa- 
rental involvement, and stu- 
dent apathy. In rural Texas, 
“poverty” was the second 
most cited problem. “Alco- 
hol use” was listed in the 
top five in rural Texas, while in non-rural Texas and non- 
rural schools nationally, “student absenteeism” was the fifth 
leading discipline issue. Though percentages vary some- 
what between rural and non-rural, and between national 
data and Texas data, what is most striking are the similari- 
ties of the percentages and the issues identified. Non-rural 
Texas principals included problems of pregnancy and drop- 
outs, neither of which was identified by at least 25% of 
rural principals. 



Principals' perceptions 
of major student dis- 
cipline issues. In SASS, 
principals were asked to 
rate certain student dis- 
cipline problems accord- 
ing to their seriousness. 
For this analysis, we cal- 
culated the percentage 
of principals who indi- 
cated that a particular 
problem was “moderate” 
or “serious.” 

These perceived prob- 
lems are not direct cor- 
relates to the demo- 
graphics in rural Texas. 
However, student disci- 
pline problems are some- 
times a reflection of 
stresses in the home and 
the community, and are 
part of the “givens” for 
any school. 

The chart to the right 
lists the top five student 



Top Student Discipline Issues From Principals’ Perspectives 

(rated by 25% or more of principals as a “serious” or "moderate” problem) 

U.S. 

Rank U.S. All U.S. Rural Non-Rural Texas All Texas Rural Texas Non-Rural 
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Unprepared 
Students (68%) 


Unprepared 
Students (66%) 


Unprepared 
Students (68%) 


Unprepared 
Students (69%) 


Unprepared 
Students (65%) 


Unprepared 
Students (70%) 


2 


Lack of Parent 
Involvement 
(60%) 


Lack of Parent 

Involvement 

(58%) 


Lack of Parent 
Involvement 
(61%) 


Lack of Parent 
Involvement 
(61%) 


Poverty (59%) 


Lack of Parent 
Involvement 
(62%) 


3 


Poverty (58%) 


Student Apathy 
(54%) 


Student Apathy 
(56%) 


Poverty (58%) 


Lack of Parental 

Involvement 

(57%) 


Poverty (58%) 
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Student Apathy 
(56%) 


Poverty (48%) 


Student 

Absenteeism 

(54%) 


Student Apathy 
(55%) 


Student Apathy 
(51%) 


Student Apathy 
(57%) 
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Student 

Absenteeism 

(52%) 


Student 

Absenteeism 

(47%) 


Disrespect 

(50%) 


Student 

Absenteeism 

(52%) 


Alcohol use 
(47%) 


Student 

Absenteeism 

(54%) 


6 


6. Disrespect for 
teachers (49%) 


Alcohol use 
(46%) 


Poverty (48%) 


Disrespect 

(50%) 


Student 

Absenteeism 

(42%) 


Disrespect 

(52%) 
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Tardiness (43%) 


Disrespect 

(46%) 


Tardiness (46%) 


Tardiness (45%) 


Disrespect 

(42%) 


Tardiness (48%) 
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Alcohol use 
(38%) 


Drug Abuse 
(37%) 


Alcohol use 
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Alcohol use 
(38%) 


Drug Abuse 
(34%) 


Alcohol use 
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Teacher 
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Tardiness (36%) 


Drug Abuse 
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Drug Abuse 
(34%) 


Tardiness (31%) 


Drug Abuse 
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10 


Drug Abuse 
(36%) 
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Cutting classes 
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Drop Outs (27%) 



Table 1.2: Principals' Perceptions of Discipline Issues 
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Gauge II: The Current Educator Corps 



This gauge provides a glimpse of the characteristics of the current teaching and administrative staff in 
rural Texas. Indicators were selected to illuminate the extent to which rural schools are staffed with 

Qualified educators. This gauge investigates the following Questions: 



Teachers: 

★ What is the educational level of teachers? 

★ To what extent are teachers assigned “out-of- field”? 

★ How high is the teacher turnover rate? 

★ How experienced are teachers? 

★ To what extent are teachers hired at the last minute to 
fill vacancies? 

★ How well are teachers paid? 

★ To what degree does the ethnicity of the teaching force 
match that of the students? 



Principals: 

★ How stable is the administration in Texas schools? 

★ How much teaching and administrative experience do 
principals have? 

★ What is the education level of principals? 

★ How well are principals paid? 

★ To what degree does the ethnicity of principals match 
that of students? 

★ How well do principals support their teaching staff? 

★ To what extent do principals (from teachers’ perspec- 
tives): communicate expectations to staff; support staff; 
discuss instruction; and communicate school vision? 



Key Findings 



Teachers 

Education levels of teachers. Nearly all teachers through- 
out Texas and in the nation have a Bachelor’s degree. How- 
ever, rural teachers in Texas are less likely to have a Master’s 
degree than teachers in non-rural Texas districts and much 

50 r 

46.8% 

44.0% 



30.7% 




U.S. U.S. U.S. Texas Texas Texas 



All Rural Non- All Rural Non- 
Rural Rural 

Graph 2.1: % of Teachers with Master’s Degree 



less likely to have a Master’s degree than other rural teach- 
ers nationally. Non-rural Texas teachers are also less likely 
to have a Master’s degree than non-rural teachers nation- 
ally. 

Out-of-field teaching assignments. Reports abound 
about the high incidence of out-of-field teaching assign- 
ments on a national scale. We therefore explored the item 
in the Teachers’ Survey in SASS that asked teachers if they 
“were assigned to teach classes in other fields in addition to 
their main teaching assignment field.” We recognize that 
not every out-of-field assignment indicates that the teacher 
is unqualified. Some teachers hold certification in several 
subjects. 2 In other cases, teachers may be very knowledge- 
able in this second field (for example, hold a minor in the 
subject), but are not fully certified. Thus, while out-of- 
field placement is not necessarily equal to “unqualified,” 
research suggests that a high incidence of this practice is 
associated with lower academic achievement. 3 

The survey data for this indicator confirm that this prac- 
tice is alarmingly common, especially in rural districts, both 
within Texas and nationally. More than 29% of rural teach- 
ers in Texas report teaching classes in other fields outside 
their main area, compared to 18.9% in non-rural Texas 
districts. The occurrence of “out-of-field” teaching is higher 
in all locales in Texas than it is nationally. 
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Teacher Characteristics 

U.S. Texas Texas 

U.S. All U.S. Rural Non-Rural Texas All Rural Non-Rural 


% teachers with Bachelor’s degree 


98.9% 


98.8% 


98.9% 


99.1% 


99.2% 


99.1% 


Teacher turnover rate 

(% of staff who are newly hired) 

(By number of staff — not FTE) 


11.4% 


11.8% 


11.2% 


14.8% 


14.5% 


14.9% 


Teaching experience 


13.7 years 


13.4 years 


13.9 years 


12.9 years 


13.6 years 


12.9 years 


Last minute hires 

(% of new teachers who were hired 
during the summer) 


32.5 % 


35.6% 


32.2% 


28.4% 


36.0% 


28.2% 



Table 2.1: Teacher Characteristics 



Teacher turnover and Stability. The teacher turnover rate 
in Texas is about 30% higher than the rest of the nation. 
This higher turnover rate is evident in both rural districts 
in Texas (14.5%) and non-rural districts (14.9%). Teacher 
stability in Texas (average number of years teaching in the 
present school) is also lower than national averages. Both 
indicators highlight the problem of teacher retention 
throughout Texas. 

Teacher experience. Statewide, teachers in Texas are 
less experienced than teachers nationally. Rural teachers 
tend to be more experienced than non-rural teachers in 
Texas and slightly more experienced than rural teachers 
nationally. 



Last minute hires. Though the implications of this prac- 
tice are not clearly known, there is some speculation that 
the practice of last-minute hiring (i.e., hired during the 
summer) leads to less qualified teacher hires. The assump- 
tion is that the most qualified teachers will be picked first 
from the teacher candidate pool, and those least qualified 
will be left for last-minute hiring. 

In rural Texas, more than one-third (36%) of all new teach- 
ers were hired during the summer, which is close to the 
national rural average. In non-rural settings, 28.2% were 
hired in the summer, considerably lower than the non- 
rural average nationally. 



29.6% 
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Teach Classes in Another Field in Addition to Their 
Main Teaching Assignment 
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Graph 2.3: Beginning Teachers' Salaiy 
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Teacher salaiy. Beginning rural Texas teachers earn 
significantly less than non-rural beginning Texas 
teachers, who make 1 4.4% more. This mirrors the 
national situation. Both rural and non-rural be- 
ginning salaries are higher than the national aver- 
age in Texas, but the difference is small, especially 
in the rural sector. 

Student-teacher ethnicity gap. For this indica- 
tor we subtracted the percentage of minority 
teachers from the percentage of minority students. 
A larger number indicates that minority teachers 
are underrepresented compared to the ethnic com- 
position of the student body. The ideal situation 
is a 0% ethnicity gap. For example, a school where 
50% of the students are Ffispanic and 25% of the 
teachers are Hispanic would result in a 25% 
ethnicity gap. Since our data use statewide data 
only, this indicator is an inexact proxy for ethnic 
match between students and teachers. It does, 
however, show the degree to which the teacher 
corps reflects its students. Ideally a more precise 
analysis would examine data at the school level to 
document the degree of student-teacher ethnicity 
match. 

The national data suggest that rural teachers 
match the ethnicity of their students to a greater 



Principal Characteristics 

U.S. Texas Texas 

U.S. All U.S. Rural Non-Rural Texas All Rural Non-Rural 


% of principals with advanced 
degrees 

(Master’s or higher) 


98.8 % 


97.1% 


99.0% 


98.1% 


95.9% 


98.8% 


Overall ethnicity gap between 
students and principals 
(% minority students minus % 
minority principals) 


20.1 % 


12.9% 


22.5% 


43.9% 


29.7% 


44.6% 



able 2.2: Principal Characteristics 



Principals’ Effectiveness from Teachers’ Perspectives 

(% of teachers indicating they “strongly agree” or “somewhat agree” with statement) 

U.S. Texas Texas 

U.S. All U.S. Rural Non-Rural Texas All Rural Non-Rural 



Principal communicates expectations 


86.2% 


88.5% 


85.1% 


88.3% 


91.5% 


87.4% 


Principal supports staff 


78.7% 


79.5% 


78.4% 


79.3% 


84.2% 


78.1% 


Principal discusses instruction with 
teaching staff 


50.7% 


53.9% 


49.3% 


44.5% 


54.3% 


41.9% 


Principal has a school vision and 
communicates it to staff 


79.1% 


71.2% 


82.3% 


83.7% 


86.3% 


83.0% 


Principal communicates expectations 


86.2% 


88.5% 


85.1% 


88.3% 


91.5% 


87.4% 



Table 2.3: Principals' Effectiveness from Teacher’s Perspectives 



U.S. All 



U.S. 

Rural 



U.S. 

Non-Rural 



Texas All 



Texas 

Rural 



Texas 

Non-Rural 



Ethnicity Gap Between Students and Teachers 
Hispanic Ethnicity Gap 
African-American Ethnicity Gap 




29 . 8 % 



5 10 15 20 25 30 35 

Graph 2.4: Student Teacher Ethnicity Gap 
(% minority students minus % minority teachers) 
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degree than non-rural teachers do. The Texas data show 
this same relationship. However, across Texas, there is a 
much larger ethnicity gap in general than in the rest of the 
United States, and the difference between rural and non- 
rural schools in this respect is proportionately smaller in 
Texas than it is in the nation. These differences are espe- 
cially pronounced for Hispanics. The Texas ethnicity gap 
for Hispanics (21%) is three times higher than the na- 
tional average (7%). The gap for African Americans is lower 
in Texas, in both rural and non-rural schools, than in the 
nation. 



Principals 

Stability of principals. There are no appreciable differ- 
ences between the national data and the Texas data, or Texas 
rural and non-rural districts, in the average number of years 
principals have served in this capacity in their present 
schools. On average, the current principals have been at 
their present school three to four years. 

Experience level of principals. Again, the data across all 
four groups do not indicate any notable differences. In gen- 
eral, the current principal corps has about 12 years of prior 
teaching experience and between four and five years’ expe- 
rience as a principal. 

Educational level of principals Rural Texas principals 
are a little less likely to hold an advanced degree than non- 
rural Texan principals. Although this reflects the national 
situation, the differences are higher in Texas. Ninety-six 
percent of principals have a Master’s or higher degree in 
rural Texas districts, compared to 99% of principals in non- 
rural Texas districts. 

Principal salaries. On average, rural Texas principals earn 
a staggering $10,400 less than their peers in non-rural Texas 
districts. Principal salaries are 19.4% higher in urban and 
suburban districts. This reflects a similar nationwide dis- 
parity. 
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Graph 2.5: Principal Salaiy 



Ethnicity gap between students and principals. Na- 
tionally and in Texas, there is a smaller ethnicity gap be- 
tween students and principals in rural districts than in non- 
rural districts. However, the ethnicity gap in Texas is about 
double the national rate in both rural and non-rural 
schools. 



Effectiveness of principals. The Teachers’ Survey of SASS 
asked a series of questions that reveal teachers’ perceptions 
about the degree to which their school principal exhibited 
good leadership and communication skills. We looked at 
four of these: To what degree did principals (1) communi- 
cate expectations, (2) support the staff, (3) discuss instruc- 
tional strategies with individual teachers, and (4) have a 
clear school vision and communicate this with staff mem- 
bers. In all four of these measures, rural Texas principals 
were rated higher than non-rural principals were. 
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Gauge III: The Teaching Policy Environment 

This gauge explores selected conditions, resources, and practices of rural schools that impact teaching and 
learning and that are influenced directly or indirectly by state and local policies. These factors ought to be 
the concern of policymakers. As noted in the introduction, we primarily focus on teachers, but also 
explore technology and more general staffing patterns that shape the teaching environment. This gauge is 
centered on the following Questions: 



Class size: 

★ How does class size in rural Texas compare to other 
locales? 

Staffing patterns: 

★ To what degree are rural schools staffed with appro- 
priate professionals? 

★ To what degree are there adequate student support 
personnel in rural schools? 

Availability of extra remedial or enrichment 

opportunities: 

★ To what degree do rural schools offer students extra 
learning experiences, outside the usual school day? 

Teacher compensation: 

★ How well are teachers compensated? 

★ How do benefits offered to rural teachers compare 
with benefits offered to non-rural teachers? 

★ What other kinds of financial incentives are available 
for teachers? 



Teacher vacancies: 

★ What subject areas are difficult to staff? 

★ What strategies do districts use if teaching vacancies 
are not filled? 

Teacher morale: 

★ How satisfied are teachers in their present school? 

Technology: 

★ To what degree do classrooms have necessary infra- 
structure for information technology? 

★ What personnel are available to help with 
technology? 

★ How much professional development is offered in the 
use of technology for instruction? 



Key Findings 



Class size. Class size in rural Texas tends to be small as 
measured imperfectly by the student-teacher ratio (14.1:1). 
The ratio is smaller than that in non-rural areas of Texas 
(20.3:1) and smaller than rural classes nationally (18.4:1). 
This corresponds with national trends of smaller class sizes 
in rural areas than in non-rural areas. 

Staffing patterns. SASS asks a series of questions that ex- 
plore staffing patterns in schools. We grouped them into 
four areas: Administrators (principals and assistant princi- 
pals); Other Administrators (e.g., curriculum specialists, 
library/media personnel, school counselors); Student Sup- 
port Staff (e.g., nurses, social workers, speech therapists, 
etc.); and Assistants (e.g., classroom aides, library aides, 
special education assistants, Title I aides, bilingual/ESL 
aides, etc.). 



In all four areas, rural Texas schools have significantly fewer 
personnel available within the school building than Texas’ 
non-rural schools. Though this differential matches the 
national trend, the differences are greater in Texas than the 
national averages. And in some cases, these differences are 
quite dramatic. 

At first glance, it might seem appropriate that small rural 
schools have fewer dedicated staff members to provide these 
services. Certainly many small schools cannot afford (nor 
need) full-time speech therapists, curriculum specialists, 
or school nurses. However, the survey asks for number of 
personnel per school, even if that person is only part-time, 
shared with other schools, etc. Therefore, this indicator 
indicates the availability of student (and staff) support and 
services independent of school size. 
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Staffing Patterns 

U.S. Texas Texas 

U.S. All U.S. Rural Non-Rural Texas All Rural Non-Rural 



Average class size 


19.90 


18.40 


20.45 


19.20 


14.11 


20.29 


Administrators (# of principals and 
assistant principals per building) 


1.90 


1.31 


2.15 


2.42 


1.35 


2.77 


Other administrators (# curriculum 
specialist, library media, school 
counselors, etc. per building) 


2.92 


1.88 


3.38 


3.31 


1.88 


3.77 


Support staff (# of nurse, speech 
therapist, social worker, etc. per 
building) 


1.64 


0.97 


1.93 


1.86 


0.84 


2.19 


Aides/assistants (# library, special 
education. Title I, bilingual/ESL 
aide, kindergarten, etc. per building) 


5.96 


4.40 


6.63 


6.84 


4.27 


7.67 



Table 3.1: Staffing Patterns and Class Size 



Student Learning Opportunities 

(% of schools offering these opportunities) 





U.S. All 


U.S. Rural 


U.S. 

Non-Rural 


Texas All 


Texas 

Rural 


Texas 

Non-Rural 


Before-/after-school enrichment 
(% of schools offering this) 


52.7% 


45.2% 


55.9% 


50.9% 


39.0% 


54.7% 


Summer school/intersession for 
remediation 


68.7% 


62.4% 


71.5% 


76.3% 


69.0% 


78.6% 


Summer school/intersession for 
advancement 


29.5% 


23.6% 


32.1% 


32.0% 


24.0% 


34.6% 


Before-/after-school enrichment 
(% of schools offering this) 


52.7% 


45.2% 


55.9% 


50.9% 


39.0% 


54.7% 


Summer school/intersession for 
remediation 


68.7% 


62.4% 


71.5% 


76.3% 


69.0% 


78.6% 



Table 3.2: Student Learning Opportunities 



Student learning opportunities beyond normal school 
hours. Fewer rural schools in Texas offer opportunities for 
enrichment and remedial work for students than their non- 
rural counterparts. This includes before- and after-school 
programs, summer schools, and intersession programs. Al- 
though this situation again matches the conditions nation- 
ally, the differences in enrichment and remediation in ru- 
ral versus non-rural Texas in all three indices is larger than 
national differences. For example, only 39% of rural Texas 
schools provide before- and after-school enrichment op- 
portunities compared to 54.7% of non-rural schools in 
Texas. On a national level, 45.2% of rural schools offer 
these experiences, compared to 55.9% of non-rural schools. 

Teacher salaries. In Gauge I, we presented the salary dif- 
ferences for beginning teachers. Here we extend the analy- 
sis to include the salary differentials for 10-year veterans 
(with a Bachelor’s degree). As before, the pattern persists: 
rural teachers in Texas (and nationally) are offered less 
money than those in non-rural districts. Teachers with 10 
years of experience can earn about 7% more in non-rural 
districts than in rural districts in Texas. 
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Graph 3.2: % of Teachers who Strongly Agree that thejr are 
“Genearlly Satisfied” with Their |ob 



Benefits. Rural teachers in Texas, as well as na- 
tionally, are less likely to have medical, dental, 
or transportation benefits included in their com- 
pensation package than non-rural teachers, al- 
though the difference with respect to health 
benefits within Texas is small. The differences 
were most acute for transportation benefits, but 
were also high for dental benefits. Since the 
survey only asks if teachers have a benefit (not 
the extent of the benefit), the differences be- 
tween rural and non-rural may well be much 
greater. 

Incentives offered teachers. Some states and 
districts offer financial incentives for teachers 
to participate in professional development or 
to accept positions in certain subjects or geo- 
graphic locations. Examples include: offering 
financial incentives to teachers who complete National 
Board certification; increasing salary for completing a cer- 
tain number of professional development hours; and offer- 
ing incentives to teachers accepting positions in hard-to- 
staff locations or critical shortage subject areas. 

The SASS survey indicated limited use of incentives in Texas 
in almost every category. And in general, rural districts tend 
to offer incentives less often than non-rural districts. There 
is, however, a somewhat different pattern in Texas than in 
the national data. Counter to the national situation, there 



is a slightly higher tendency in rural than in non-rural 
districts in Texas to offer incentives for National Board cer- 
tification (though it is relatively rare in all Texan locales). 
Second, both rural and non-rural districts in Texas are more 
likely to offer incentives to teach in “less desirable” loca- 
tions than districts nationwide. Lastly, both rural and non- 
rural districts in Texas are about three times more likely to 
offer incentives to teach in shortage subject areas than their 
counterparts nationally, although the percentage of rural 
Texas districts is lower than non-rural Texas districts. 



Teacher Benefits 

( *% of districts that offer this benefit) 

U.S. 

U.S. All U.S. Rural Non-Rural Texas All 


Texas 

Rural 


Texas 

Non-Rural 


■"Medical benefits 


97.9% 


97.1% 


98.5% 


98.9% 


96.5% 


100% 


■"Dental benefits 


81.6% 


72.0% 


87.3% 


76.2% 


61.6% 


82.7% 


■"Transportation benefits 


42.0% 


31.7% 


48.1% 


29.8% 


12.8% 


37.2% 


Benefits as % of payroll 


25.2% 


26.4% 


24.5% 


16.6% 


21.6% 


14.5% 



Table 3.3: Teacher Benefits 



Teacher Incentives 

(% of districts that offer financial incentive or higher step on teacher salary scale) 

U.S. Texas Texas 

U.S. All U.S. Rural Non-Rural Texas All Rural Non-Rural 



National Board Certification 


13.0% 


10.2% 


14.7% 


1.8% 


2.3% 


1.5% 


Teacher performance 


7.5% 


5.9% 


8.5% 


9.9% 


4.7% 


12.2% 


Professional development 


29.5% 


24.0% 


32.8% 


8.5% 


5.8% 


9.7% 


Teachers working in “less desirable” 
setting 


4.8% 


4.4% 


5.1% 


11.7% 


11.6% 


11.7% 


Teachers who teach a subject that is 
a "shortage area" 


12.9% 


11.4% 


13.8% 


41.5% 


36.0% 


43.9% 



Table 3.4: Teacher Incentives 



18 



Teachers andTeaching Conditions in RuralTexas 



Teacher shortages: Hard-to-staff subject areas. SASS 
asked principals to list the subject area vacancies that were 
the most difficult to fill. Though there were some differ- 
ences between rural and non-rural Texas districts and be- 
tween Texas and the rest of the country, the data are re- 
markable in their similarity, with one exception. In all Texas 
locales, English as a Second Language (ESL) was one of the 
most difficult areas to fill. ESL did not, however, make the 
top-five list for rural or non-rural settings on a national 
level. The other subjects in Texas’ top-five list were special 
education, math, foreign language, and biology (or physi- 
cal science for non-rural Texas districts). 

Responses to teacher shortages. When asked what strat- 
egies they used to fill a teaching vacancy, 77% of rural 
Texas principals reported hiring a qualified teacher, com- 
pared to 79% in non-rural Texas districts. These numbers 
are slightly lower than national averages. The unstated 
implications are that for the remaining 23% (or 21% in 
non-rural Texas districts), the districts hired unqualified 
teachers or took other measures to fill the spot. In some 
cases, the class was cancelled. In other cases, class size was 
increased. Other strategies included adding to another’s 
teaching load, assigning a teacher from another subject or 



grade level (out-of-field assignment), assigning an admin- 
istrator, or using a substitute. 

Texas data indicate that the most common responses to 
teacher vacancies are to hire a substitute, increase class size, 
or use an out-of-field teacher. In comparison to non-rural 
Texas, rural Texas used substitutes less and relied more on 
assigning an administrator to teach the class. Also, rural 
Texas districts were slightly more likely to cancel a class if 
no qualified teacher could be found. 

Teacher morale. A remarkable 93.6% of teachers in rural 
Texas were satisfied with their job. This compares to 87.4% 
of non-rural Texas teachers and 89.6% of rural teachers 
nationwide. 

Availability of technology. Not surprisingly, rural Texas 
classrooms have fewer computers (per classroom) than larger 
classrooms in non-rural settings. This makes logical sense — 
fewer students require fewer computers. Also, there is no 
difference in the percentage of computers hooked up to 
the Internet in rural versus non-rural schools. 

Technology Staffing patterns. Differences do appear on 



Difficult Subject Areas for Filling Teacher Vacancies 

(Top 5 areas in order ["very difficult " or "could not fill"]) 

U.S. 

Rank U.S. All U.S. Rural Non-Rural Texas All Texas Rural Texas Non-Rural 


1 


special education 


special education 


special education 


math 


foreign language 


math 


2 


math 


math 


math 


special education 


special education 


special education 


3 


foreign language 


computer 

science 


foreign language 


foreign language 


math and 
English as 
second language 
(tied) 


English as 
second language 


4 


music/art 


music/art 


physical science 


English as 
second language 




foreign language 


5 


biology 


foreign language 


biology 


biology 


biology 


physical science 



Table 3.5: Teacher Shortages 



Response to Teaching Vacancies 

(*% of schools that used this strategy) 

U.S. Texas Texas 

U.S. All U.S. Rural Non-Rural Texas All Rural Non-Rural 



Hired qualified teacher 

(% of schools that had vacancy and 

hired qualified teacher) 


80.9% 


78.1% 


82.1% 


78.2% 


77.0% 


78.6% 


♦Cancelled class 


4.5% 


5.0% 


4.3% 


8.3% 


9.0% 


8.1% 


♦Increased class sizes 


13.7% 


12.1% 


14.4% 


20.8% 


18.0% 


21.7% 


♦Added to another’s teaching load 


11.2% 


10.2% 


11.7% 


15.2% 


10.0% 


16.8% 


♦Assigned teacher from another 
subject/level 


10.7% 


10.3% 


10.9% 


17.8% 


15.0% 


18.8% 


♦Assigned administrator 


2.7% 


3.9% 


2.1% 


2.4% 


8.0% 


0.6% 


♦Used substitute 


27.8% 


20.2% 


31.1% 


33.0% 


18.0% 


37.9% 



Table 3.6: Response to Teaching Vacancies 
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the personnel available 8r 
to coordinate technol- 
ogy instruction and to 
provide technical sup- 
port for the school. Ad- 
equate technology staff 
in all locales is in short 
supply. In rural Texas, 
the job of coordination 
and technical support 
is often assumed by 
teachers as an extra 
duty. This pattern is 
common in all rural 
areas nationally, but 
the practice is more 
pronounced in rural 
Texas than in the rest 
of the country. For ex- 
ample, in 31% of rural 
Texas schools, class- 
room teachers assume 
the role of technology 
coordinator as an extra 
responsibility. This 
practice occurs in 
22.7% of non-rural 
Texas schools. Nation- 
ally, rural teachers as- 
sume this extra duty in 22 . 6 % of the schools, with non- 
rural teachers doing this in 21.1%. 

Professional development in using technology for in- 
struction. Seventy-eight percent of all rural teachers re- 
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Graph 3.3: Technology - 
# of Computers per Classroom 
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Rural Rural 

Graph 3.4: % of Teachers who Partici- 
pated in Professional Development in 
Use of Computers for Instruction 



ported participating in professional development in using 
technology for instructional purposes. This is only slightly 
less than Texas teachers in other locales. All of Texas re- 
ported a slightly higher rate of this type of professional 
development than nationally. 



Technology Staff 

U.S. Texas Texas 

U.S. All U.S. Rural Non-Rural Texas All Rural Non-Rural 


Technology Coordinator position 














% of schools with designated 
Technology Coordinator within 
school staff 


17.3% 


14.8% 


18.5% 


23.2% 


21.0% 


23.9% 


% of schools where Technology 
Coordinator is a teacher 
assuming extra duties 


21.5% 


22.6% 


21.1% 


24.7% 


31.0% 


22.7% 


Technology support position 














% of schools with designated 
Technology support person 
within school staff 


18.1% 


14.6% 


19.6% 


24.0% 


20.0% 


25.2% 


% of schools where Technology 
support person is a teacher 
assuming extra duties 


15.7% 


17.9% 


14.7% 


17.6% 


25.0% 


15.2% 



Table 3.7: Technology Staff 
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Gauge IV: Teacher Professional Development 

This gauge thoroughly explores some of the variables concerning professional development opportunities 



for teachers, by examining the following Questions: 

★ What is the format of professional development 
offered to teachers? 

★ What is the content of their professional develop 
ment? 

★ How do teachers rate the usefulness of their 
professional development? 



★ What “incentives” (or rewards) for professional 
development are available to teachers? 

★ How well is professional development funded? 

★ What are the sources of funding for professional 
development? 

★ To what extent are teachers reimbursed for profes- 
sional development costs? 



Key Findings 

Another notable indicator concerning the format of pro- 
fessional development is the extremely low participation 
in university coursework. In rural Texas, only 7.6% of teach- 
ers participated in this form of professional development. 
Twice as many non-rural Texas teachers attended univer- 
sity-level classes, though both Texas groups were well be- 
low national averages. Thirty-seven percent of the total U.S. 
teaching force took university-level courses, compared to 
13% in Texas overall. 

Content and usefulness of professional development. 

The Teachers’ Survey in SASS included a list of various con- 
tent areas of professional development and asked teachers 
to indicate those they had participated in and to rate the 
usefulness of those activities. The content areas are: in-depth 
study of an academic content area, state and local stan- 
dards, teaching methods, instructional technology, assess- 
ment, discipline, special education (IEP), and LEP train- 
ing. 

Professional Development Formats 

(% of teachers who participated in these formats) 

U.S. Texas Texas 

U.S. All U.S. Rural Non-Rural Texas All Rural Non-Rural 



Attended a workshop 


94.4% 


94.7% 


94.3% 


96.2% 


95.6% 


96.3% 


Networked with other teachers 


25.8% 


25.4% 


25.9% 


27.1% 


28.1% 


26.9% 


Mentor program 


40.0% 


37.0% 


41.3% 


44.2% 


34.8% 


46.5% 


Fonnal collaboration with other 
teachers 


69.7% 


65.8% 


71.4% 


73.9% 


68.7% 


75.2% 


Conducted research 


45.4% 


43.5% 


46.3% 


41.3% 


40.4% 


41.5% 


Observational visits 


33.1% 


32.4% 


33.4% 


29.7% 


27.8% 


30.2% 


Completed university coursework, 
related to teacher certification/ 


36.8 


40.3% 


35.4% 


13.1% 


7.6% 


14.4% 


recertification 















Table 4.1: Professional Development Formats 



Formats of professional development. Across Texas and 
the nation, attending workshops is the most common for- 
mat for professional development. This is not surprising, 
since this type of professional development is probably the 
most cost-effective for districts. The second most common 
format is the use of “formal collaboration with other teach- 
ers.” This tends to occur less often in rural areas than in 
non-rural areas, both nationally and in Texas. 

“Formal collaboration” is different from mentoring, which 
was a separate question. Only 34.8% of rural Texas teach- 
ers participated in mentoring programs compared to 46.5% 
of non-rural teachers. Mentoring is frequently cited as one 
of the most important elements in helping new teachers 
make a successful transition into the profession. Also, it 
has been found to significantly decrease attrition of new 
teachers. The relative lack of mentoring programs is a poor 
prognosis for new teachers in rural areas of Texas. 
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Professional Development Content Areas 

(% of teachers who participated in professional development involving these content areas) 

U.S. Texas Texas 

U.S. All U.S. Rural Non-Rural Texas All Rural Non-Rural 



In-depth study of teaching 
assignment content area 


54.0% 


50.7% 


55.3% 


63.0% 


60.2% 


63.7% 


State/local standards 


68.7% 


66.1% 


69.7% 


71.5% 


66.7% 


72.7% 


Teaching methods 


69.6% 


67.1% 


70.6% 


81.0% 


78.1% 


81.7% 


Instructional technology 


70.3% 


71.4% 


69.9% 


78.5% 


77.8% 


78.7% 


Assessment 


59.9% 


57.7% 


60.8% 


56.2% 


51.5% 


57.4% 


Discipline 


41.4% 


40.0% 


42.0% 


54.9% 


51.2% 


55.8% 


IEP training 


33.2% 


33.5% 


33.1% 


58.0% 


65.5% 


56.1% 


LEP training 


24.0% 


10.1% 


28.3% 


35.1% 


29.0% 


36.3% 



Table 4.2: Professional Development Content Areas 



Though some of the differences were small in Texas, a defi- 
nite trend emerges of rural teachers being engaged in fewer 
professional development activities than their non-rural 
counterparts. Rural teachers were less likely than non-ru- 
ral teachers to participate in professional development events 
in all areas except IEP training. The notably higher per- 
centage of rural teachers who participated in IEP training 
is not consistent with national data. The other indicator 
of note is the much higher percentage of all Texas teachers 
who attended professional development on LEP, a statistic 
aligned with the large number of students with limited 
English skills. 

Rural Texas teachers rated professional development in the 
use of technology as the most useful. 4 This differs from the 
national and non-rural Texas survey results, where teachers 
rated in-depth study of their content area as the most use- 
ful. Rural Texas teachers rated content area study far less 



favorably than other Texas teachers and both rural and non- 
rural teachers in the U.S. 

Overall usefulness of professional development. In gen- 
eral, both rural and non-rural Texas educators rate their 
professional development experiences higher than teachers 
throughout the U.S. Rural teachers, however, tend to rate 
the usefulness lower than non-rural teachers within Texas 
by a wider margin than do their rural peers nationally. 
Perhaps most striking is that the percentage of teachers 
across the board who consider professional development 
useful is embarrassingly low. For example, in Texas, only 
54% of all teachers felt that these experiences were “use- 
ful” or “very useful.” Almost half of all teachers considered 
these activities as having no or limited value. 

Incentives for professional development. This indica- 
tor consists of a series of questions about whether districts 



Usefulness of Professional Development from Teachers' Perspectives 

(% indicating professional development was “useful” or “very useful — top two categories) 

U.S. Texas Texas 

U.S. All U.S. Rural Non-Rural Texas All Rural Non-Rural 


In-depth study of teaching 
assignment content area 


70.7% 


70.4% 


70.9% 


69.6% 


60.4% 


70.1% 


Standards 


55.0% 


55.1% 


55.0% 


57.0% 


53.2% 


59.1% 


Teaching methods 


58.6% 


58.3% 


58.8% 


55.3% 


54.3% 


55.6% 


Technology 


64.8% 


65.3% 


64.7% 


63.6% 


65.0% 


63.2% 


Assessment 


50.2% 


50.5% 


50.2% 


53.4% 


55.1% 


53.0% 


Discipline 


53.5% 


51.9% 


54.1% 


48.5% 


47.4% 


48.7% 


Overall Usefulness: 

(% indicating that all professional 
development of last 1 2 months was 
“useful” or ’’very useful” — top two 
categories) 


44.6% 


43.5% 


44.9% 


53.9% 


50.3% 


54.8% 



Table 4.3: Usefulness of Professional Development from Teachers' Perspectives 
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Incentives for Professional Development 

(% of districts that provide incentive) 

U.S. 

U.S. All U.S. Rural Non-Rural Texas All 


Texas 

Rural 


Texas 

Non-Rural 


Stipends for completion 


41.3% 


46.7% 


38.7% 


29.2% 


26.6% 


29.8% 


Reward or recognition 


20.8% 


20.0% 


21.2% 


32.9% 


29.8% 


33.6% 


Increased pay for completion 


17.3% 


13.7% 


18.9% 


4.1% 


2.0% 


4.6% 


Re-certification credit 


44.1% 


44.0% 


44.1% 


16.5% 


15.2% 


16.9% 


Stipends for completion 


41.3% 


46.7% 


38.7% 


29.2% 


26.6% 


29.8% 


Tab 


e 4.4: Professional Development 


ncentives 



Professional Development Funded By 

(% of districts that fund professional development with this source) 

U.S. Texas Texas 

U.S. All U.S. Rural Non-Rural Texas All Rural Non-Rural 



Eisenhower monies 


90.6% 


89.6% 


91.4% 


89.0% 


84.9% 


90.8% 


"Other " federal programs 


85.0% 


82.5% 


86.7% 


84.0% 


76.7% 


87.2% 


School improvement 
funds 


67.7% 


63.0% 


70.6% 


52.5% 


39.5% 


58.2% 


Special project monies 


75.8% 


68.6% 


80.1% 


70.9% 


58.1% 


76.5% 


State 


75.8% 


73.5% 


77.3% 


59.6% 


59.3% 


59.7% 


School general funds 


79.9% 


77.9% 


81.3% 


91.5% 


88.4% 


92.9% 


District general funds 


94.2% 


93.6% 


94.7% 


99.6% 


98.8% 


100.0% 



Table 4.5: Professional Development Funding 



offer certain incentives for teachers to complete professional 
development. The following four types of incentives were 
listed: stipends for professional development completion, 
rewards or recognition, increased pay for completed pro- 
fessional development, and recertification credits. 

Texas in general offers far fewer incentives for professional 
development than the rest of the U.S., except for rewards 
and recognition. The differences between Texas and the 
rest of the United States are considerable in the other three 
categories. For example, 44.1% of all U.S. districts allow 
teachers to earn recertification credits for completed pro- 
fessional development activities. Only 16.5% of all Texas 
districts do this. 

And mirroring the national situation, rural Texas districts 
offer fewer incentives than non-rural districts in every area. 
For example, only 2% of rural districts increase teacher 
pay for completion of professional development, compared 
to 4.6% of non-rural districts. 

Funding of professional development. There is less avail- 
able funding for professional development for rural teach- 
ers than for non-rural teachers. This is true throughout the 
United States and within Texas. 



What is particularly noteworthy is the large discrepancy 
between rural and non-rural Texas in the use of Title I 
money for professional development. Only 64% of teach- 
ers in rural Texas reported having professional development 
funded by Title I, compared to 90.8% in non-rural Texas. 
Though poverty indices determine Title I allocation, pov- 
erty percentages in non-rural and rural Texas are fairly simi- 
lar (46.2% in rural Texas; 43.1% in non-rural Texas) and 
cannot explain these large differences. The question arises 
whether rural Texas districts or schools are receiving their 
appropriate allocation of Title I funds and using them as 
intended — for student support and for professional devel- 
opment. 

Another obvious difference is in access to funding through 
private grants and special project monies. In all rural areas 
both in Texas and nationally, these resources are not avail- 
able to rural districts to the same extent as non-rural dis- 
tricts. The differentials are significant. For example in Texas, 
over twice as many non-rural districts (44.9%) received 
grants for professional development, as rural districts 
(22.1%). Though state resources are fairly equal, rural 
districts’ inability to access other supplemental sources cre- 
ates inequities in professional development for rural teach- 
ers. 
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Probably as a result of these deficiencies in funding sources, 
rural teachers in Texas rely more on school and district gen- 
eral funds to support professional development than do 
rural districts nationally (but not more than non-rural 
teachers in Texas). 

Reimbursement to teachers for professional develop- 
ment expenses. This set of questions explores the per- 
centage of teachers who are reimbursed for extra expenses 
related to professional development. Three areas of reim- 
bursement are analyzed: reimbursement for tuition, for fees, 
and for expenses. Rural Texas teachers are more likely to be 
reimbursed for fees and extra expenses incurred through 
professional development than are either non-rural teach- 
ers in Texas or other rural teachers nationally. The percent- 
age of districts offering expense reimbursement is much 
higher in rural areas (56.7%) than in non-rural (37.5%). 
We speculate this is due to professional development op- 
portunities occurring mainly in populated areas, requiring 
rural teachers to incur significant reimbursable travel ex- 
penses. 

Lastly, the data indicate that an extremely low percentage 
of districts in Texas reimburse teachers for professional de- 
velopment tuition. Only 5% of Texas teachers report tu- 
ition reimbursement — well below the national rate of 
21.3%. And in striking contrast to the 23.8% of rural teach- 
ers nationwide, only 2.3% of teachers in rural Texas report 
tuition reimbursement. We believe this low reimbursement 
history is at least partially responsible for the similarly low 
rates of participation in university-based professional de- 
velopment. 
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Graph 4.1: % of Districts that Fund Professional 
Development with Private Grants 
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Graph 4.2: % of Districts that Fund Professional 
Development with Title I Funds 



Professional Development Reimbursement for Teachers 


(% of districts that reimburse teachers for professional development) 








U.S. 




Texas 


Texas 




U.S. All 


U.S. Rural 


Non-Rural 


Texas All 


Rural 


Non-Rural 


Tuition 


21.3% 


23.8 


20.2 


5.0% 


2.3 


5.7 


Fees 


47.3% 


45.9 


47.9 


47.3 


54.1 


45.5 


Expenses 


38.9% 


48.9 


35.5 


41.3 


56.7 


37.5 



Table 4.6: Professional Development Funding 
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Conclusions and Recommendations 

Putting it all Together: A Portrait of Teachers and Teaching Conditions in Rural Texas 



Rural Students 

Half a million students attend 1,742 public schools lo- 
cated in rural places in Texas. These rural schools exhibit 
all the ingredients that make for challenging teaching and 
learning conditions: 

★ High poverty levels 

★ A significant migrant student population 

★ A higher than average special education population 

★ Substantial percentages of students with limited En- 
glish skills 

All of these attributes are associated with students who 
have more learning challenges and who require additional 
resources, services, special programs and highly skilled 
teachers in order to be successful in school. 

Limited English Proficiency (LEP) Challenges 

One would predict that LEP is prevalent in Texas, espe- 
cially in regions such as the borderlands in south Texas 
with high numbers of newly arrived Spanish-speaking im- 
migrants. The SASS data does back that prediction, but 
other data sources (Common Core of Data and U. S. Cen- 
sus) indicate many more LEP students. For example for 
the year 1999-2000, the same year as the SASS surveys, 
the Common Core of Data indicates 14.5% of all Texan 
students were LEP, compared to 8.6% as reported in SASS. 

No matter what percentile is used, limited English skills 
present serious learning challenges for students. According 
to a recent Texas study 5 , both LEP and “English as a Sec- 
ond Language” students in Texas (all locales) had the low- 
est graduation rates of all subgroups (53% for LEP stu- 
dents; 51% for English as Second Language students). 
These rates are significantly lower than the graduation rate 
for special education students (73%). Similar patterns are 
also evident in dropout rates. And the issue of limited En- 
glish skills is certain to become even more of a dilemma 
with the requirements of the federal No Child Left Behind 
Act, which requires all students to take achievement tests 
in English after being in U.S. schools for three years. This 
will place an added premium on rapid English language 
acquisition. 



The Current Status of Rural Educators 

Rural Texas districts and their educator corps are charac- 
terized by: 

★ High teacher turnover 

★ Significant percentage of new teachers hired at 
the last minute 

★ Principals and teachers with lower educational 
levels compared to other Texas districts 

★ High incidence of out-of-field teaching assign- 
ments 

★ Significantly lower teacher and principal salaries 
compared to other Texas districts 

The composite picture of the teaching corps in rural Texas 
is disheartening. These factors suggest a scenario in rural 
Texas where qualified teachers are in short supply or don’t 
stay long. Last-minute hiring, out-of-field assignments, and 
low salaries probably contribute to high attrition rates that 
make it difficult to establish a consistent and stable school 
culture. If rural districts are unable to attract and retain 
highly qualified educators, rural children will be denied 
an excellent education. 

Teacher Shortages and Unfilled Vacancies 

SASS data reveal a pattern of relatively high teacher turn- 
over in rural Texas (14.5%), coupled with certain subject 
areas that are hard-to-staff. In general, all Texas districts 
have difficulty finding enough qualified teachers in math, 
special education, foreign language, English as a Second 
Language (ESL), and biology. This list is similar to the 
national pattern, with the exception that ESL is harder to 
fill in Texas than in other states. 

According to SASS, qualified teachers were not found to 
fill 23% of the vacancies in Texas rural areas. Schools man- 
aged the unfilled vacancies by increasing class size, using a 
substitute, assigning an out-of-field teacher, assigning an 
administrator to teach the class, or adding the class to an- 
other teacher’s load. Though these strategies may be useful 
in the short term, they are far from ideal. These are prac- 
tices associated with lower student achievement and/or 
increased teacher workplace dissatisfaction. 

Teacher shortages are a national problem, not confined to 
Texas or to rural locales. Also reflecting the national trend, 
a recent report in Texas 6 documents the tendency for teacher 
shortages (especially out-of-field placements) to primarily 
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affect economically disadvantaged and minority student 
population. Thus, poor minority students in rural Texas 
are especially vulnerable to being taught by under-quali- 
fied teachers. 

Inadequate Support Staffing 

Though rural schools have higher-than-average special edu- 
cation populations, high student poverty (i.e., Title I eligi- 
bility), and significant numbers of students with limited 
English skills, they employ fewer support personnel, even 
on a limited or part-time basis. Compared to non-rural 
Texas schools, rural schools have fewer student support 
personnel such as Title I aides, special education assistants, 
bilingual/ESL aides, nurses, social workers, speech thera- 
pists, etc. This has serious implications about the capacity 
of rural schools to meet student needs. 

Undoubtedly, some of the student service and support void 
is filled by teachers and administrators. Elowever, this is 
on top of other “extra” responsibilities, such as covering 
classes when there are unfilled vacancies. In addition, sur- 
veys indicate that rural administrators and classroom teachers 
commonly assume roles related to technology when this 
area is understaffed. The pattern that emerges is one of 
high student needs, less support personnel in the schools, 
and extra responsibilities for teachers and administrators. 

These practices are shortsighted and are implicitly based 
on the faulty assumption that professional expertise is ex- 
pendable. Offering high quality student support and run- 
ning high quality school programs requires staff with spe- 
cialized training. The routine of asking current school staff 
to make up for chronic under-staffing is counterproduc- 
tive and detrimental and probably accounts for some of 
the high teacher turnover rates. 

Salaiy 

These additional responsibilities are sadly and paradoxi- 
cally accompanied by significantly lower salaries. In spite 
of a state mandated minimum salary scale, rural teachers 
and rural principals earn significantly less than do their 
peers in other locales. A beginning teacher can make 14% 
more in a non-rural district than in a rural district. And 
non-rural principals take home an astounding 19.4% more 
than rural principals do. Such disparities are often justi- 
fied with the argument that it “costs” less to live in a rural 
district. But the educational issue is not what it costs a 
teacher or administrator to live in a district, but what it 
costs a district to get a highly qualified teacher or adminis- 
trator to live and work there. 



Both adequate staffing and salary levels are usually func- 
tions of the fiscal capacity of a district to compete in the 
market for personnel. The staffing inadequacies in rural 
Texas districts are likely to be a result of the inadequacies 
or inequities in the funding system. 

Ethnicity 

The mismatch between the ethnicity of students and edu- 
cators in rural Texas is acute. Only 14.9% of teachers and 
6.2% of principals in rural Texas are minorities. These pro- 
fessionals serve a student body in rural Texas that is made 
up of 35.9% minorities. This gap is not just a rural issue. 
In urban Texas, the differences are even greater. However, 
there is a much greater mismatch of ethnicity in all of Texas 
than in the rest of the United States. This is a discouraging 
reality and implies a real need for the state to adopt teacher 
and administrator preparation strategies for minorities. 

Technology 

The SASS data does not confirm a technology divide in 
rural Texas. Though there are fewer computers in rural class- 
rooms, class size is smaller so the student-to-computer ra- 
tio is probably on par with other locales in the state. Most 
of these computers are hooked up to the Internet. In addi- 
tion, substantial numbers of rural teachers have partici- 
pated in professional development in the instructional use 
of information technology. 

Gaps emerge, however, in providing adequate personnel to 
maximize the potential of technology. As previously noted, 
there often are no technology coordinators or support per- 
sonnel in rural schools and these responsibilities commonly 
fall to teachers and administrators as an extra duty. 

This is one area where the SASS data may be outdated. 
According to state officials, one major source of state aid 
for technology is now no longer available. Recent shortfalls 
in state revenues (for 2003-2004) have resulted in elimi- 
nating a previous state technology grant of approximately 
$30 per student annually. Officials interviewed for this 
report predicted a re-emergence of a technology divide 
between the wealthiest and the poorest districts. 

Participation in Professional Development 

Research studies link effective teaching and teachers to 
ongoing, rigorous, relevant professional development that 
focuses on both content and teaching methods. Although 
high percentages of all teachers (rural and non-rural, in 
Texas and nationwide) participate in professional develop- 
ment in workshop formats, there is some question whether 
these workshops are effective. They tend to be “one shot” 
events and are of uncertain relevancy. 
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SASS survey questions do explore perceived “usefulness.” 
These ratings vary according to the specific content of the 
professional development event. Though there are some 
differences, in general, 40-50% of teachers do not find most 
of these activities useful. Interestingly, rural teachers in Texas 
gave the highest “usefulness” rating to professional devel- 
opment in the instructional use of technology. 

These results suggest that teachers should have a much 
larger role in planning professional development activities 
and in identifying the areas of need. Rural teachers have 
different needs than urban teachers and relevant profes- 
sional development must be locale-specific. 

Mentoring 

According to the SASS data, 34.8% of rural Texas teachers 
participated in mentoring programs. This is lower than in 
non-rural Texas districts, where 46.5% participated. The 
survey item is unclear, however, whether these are mentoring 
programs designed to help new teachers in the first few 
years of professional practice, or designed to address the 
needs of experienced teachers. 

Texas now requires mentoring for all beginning teachers, 
though it is a local responsibility. There are no state re- 
quirements for training mentors, providing release time, 
or requiring that mentors have certain experience or exper- 
tise. In addition, the program is inadequately funded. Thus, 
according to state officials, the quality of mentoring across 
districts in Texas is very uneven. 

Effective mentoring is associated with high levels of profes- 
sional growth. For new teachers, mentoring is especially 
effective in reducing attrition in the first 3-5 years of teach- 
ing. And given the high teacher turnover rates in rural dis- 
tricts, if there is a “mentoring” gap, it is particularly trouble- 
some. 

Professional Development Funding 

We found significant differences in the sources of profes- 
sional development funding between rural Texas and non- 
rural Texas. More funding is available for non-rural dis- 
tricts than in rural districts in every category, including fed- 
eral programs (such as Title I and Eisenhower monies), 
private grants, school improvement funds, and special 
projects. With the increased emphasis on professional de- 
velopment in the No Child Left Behind Act and research 
indicating its importance for effective teaching, this situa- 
tion is disturbing and points to rural districts’ needs being 
discounted at many levels. 



It is particularly baffling that rural Texas districts are ac- 
cessing significantly less Title I money for professional de- 
velopment than non-rural districts (64% compared to 
90.8%). Title I funds are allocated according to student 
poverty levels and designed to support economically dis- 
advantaged students. Rural Texas districts are poor, and as 
discussed previously, are not adequately staffed with addi- 
tional student support professionals. It is therefore reason- 
able to question what is happening with Title I monies in 
rural districts. Are rural districts receiving their appropri- 
ate share? And if so, are rural districts so financially strained 
that the money is used for other general operating expenses 
rather than for designated Title I purposes? Is this further 
evidence of inequitable school financing? 

We don’t know if teachers misread the survey questions or 
did not accurately report professional development fund- 
ing sources. Even with this uncertainty, the funding of 
professional development should be investigated further. 
If high quality professional development is necessary to 
ensure that current and future teachers are effective, then 
ample funding must be provided for all districts. Rural 
districts cannot be forgotten in the professional develop- 
ment funding streams, if the goal is to provide equal edu- 
cational opportunities for all students. 

Rural Strengths 

Though this portrait of rural Texas schools is sobering, there 
are some bright spots. For example, we are encouraged about 
the apparent lack of a technology-divide in Texas. Effective 
use of technology can bring advanced courses, enrichment, 
and remedial programs to rural students and high quality 
professional development opportunities to rural educators. 

One of the more intriguing and hopeful findings is that in 
spite of many challenges, rural teachers report a higher level 
of job satisfaction than non-rural teachers. Also, rural Texas 
principals have higher ratings from their teaching staff for 
being more supportive and better communicators than 
principals in non-rural schools. These results are supported 
by reports that the within-school culture in rural areas is 
more supportive and nurturing for students and for staff in 
rural areas. 

The challenge for Texas policymakers is how to create poli- 
cies that build on the cultural and community-based 
strengths of rural Texas, while also improving educational 
opportunities for rural students. 
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What’s Needed? 



In this last section we review some of the challenges that 
emerged from this investigation and propose policy rec- 
ommendations to improve schooling for rural Texas stu- 
dents. 

1) Meeting the needs of disadvantaged students with 
school-level student support programs and services. 

As discussed above, a high percentage of rural students fall 
into one or more of the demographic groups that require 
additional services and support in order to be successful 
learners. At the same time, survey results suggest that many 
rural schools do not have access to adequate support per- 
sonnel, even on a very limited basis. These students re- 
quire services such as early literacy programs, school nurses, 
ESL and other one-on-one learner specific tutoring, pro- 
grams to increase parental involvement, social workers and 
family-school coordinators, and more. The benefits of these 
services and programs have been recognized for years. In- 
deed, many federal programs (e.g., Title I) and state grants 
are designed to improve these services. If the survey data is 
correct, then rural schools in general lack the capacity to 
meet the needs of disadvantaged students. This needs im- 
mediate attention. 

Recommendations: 

1. Conduct a rigorous audit of student support services 
and personnel available for rural schools and make a finan- 
cial commitment by providing state aid to guarantee that 
gaps are filled. 

2. Focus efforts on the training, recruitment, and place- 
ment of teachers with the expertise to work with LEP stu- 
dents. 

3. Study the allocation and use of federal dollars, espe- 
cially Title I monies, to ensure that the money is reaching 
the appropriate districts and is used effectively. Attention 
must be directed toward rural districts to ensure these dis- 
tricts are properly benefiting from these programs. 

2) Ensuring that all rural students have highly 
Qualified teachers. 

Problems of salary gaps, high teacher turnover, under-cer- 
tified teachers, and out-of-field teaching assignments have 
been recognized by the state of Texas for years. However, 
little attention has been given to the unique challenges of 
rural districts in staffing all schools with highly qualified 
teachers. 



Recommendations. 

Salary: 

1. Eliminate the teacher and administrative salary gap be- 
tween rural and non-rural districts with additional state 
aid. 

2. Offer state aid to supplement salary for: critical shortage 
subject areas, remote districts, and districts with high per- 
centages of disadvantaged students. 

Recruitment and retention: 

3. Greatly increase the amount and types of financial aid 
available for teaching candidates. This should include: 

★ Scholarships for rural students to pursue teaching 

★ Targeted scholarships to increase the numbers of 
minorities in the teaching and administrative corps 

★ “Grow your own” programs that provide scholar- 
ships to young people who commit to returning to 
their home communities to teach. 

4. Promote teaching as a career in public schools. 

5. Create incentives for higher education teacher prepara- 
tion programs to make student teacher placement in rural 
districts a priority. 

6. Require and financially support mentoring programs 
for new teachers. 

7. Review certification standards to allow flexibility for 
qualified teachers to teach other subjects in addition to 
their main certified teaching field. 

Professional Development: 

8. Provide technical assistance to help districts apply for 
grants to support professional development. 

9. Provide state aid to poor districts for ongoing profes- 
sional development. 

10. Create incentives for higher education to actively work 
with rural districts to provide professional development in 
accessible locales. 

11. Create incentives for colleges and universities that serve 
rural areas to develop professional development and pre- 
service programs that are relevant and specific to the con- 
text and culture of rural places. 

12. Develop high quality professional development that 
uses technology and is accessible to remote rural locations. 

There is good news. There are some encouraging signs that 
Texas is prepared to take on at least some of these chal- 
lenges. In October 2002, the Higher Education Coordi- 
nating Board, in response to a request by the Texas Legisla- 
ture, adopted a strategic plan for Texas to immediately in- 
crease the numbers of fully certified teachers. The plan si- 
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multaneously addresses other problems such as the salary 
gap, teacher retention, the need for coordination between 
higher education and local schools, and the necessity for 
continuing education (professional development). This stra- 
tegic plan documents many of the same concerns reflected 
in the findings of this report, though not from a rural per- 
spective. 7 

The plan contains a series of action steps to meet four ob- 
jectives related to teacher shortages. Many of these recom- 
mendations are closely aligned with those we recommend 
above. For example, the plan urges: 

★ Supplemental pay for high-needs schools and dif- 
ferential pay for subject matter shortage areas 

★ Full development and utilization of grants to 

support professional development 

★ Improved working conditions, including increasing 
the number of educational aides, clerical assistants, 
and other teacher support personnel 

★ Grants, loans or scholarships for every teaching 
candidate 

★ Financial assistance to certified teachers to obtain 
an additional certification in a critical shortage 
subject area 

★ Expanded mentorships and induction programs for 
new teachers 

Implementation of this plan will require legislative action, 
which has not yet occurred. 

In addition, Texas has recently instituted a loan repayment 
program for teacher candidates. This program is available 
to college juniors and seniors who become certified teach- 
ers and agree to teach five years in geographic shortage lo- 
cales or to teach a critical shortage subject area. The total 
maximum grant allowance is $10,752 for three years. This 
program is a step in the right direction, but is financially 
inadequate, and probably will not provide enough of an 
incentive to entice the neediest students. 8 

3) Maximizing the Potential of Technology 

We were pleased to see that rural classrooms appear to be 
supplied with reasonable numbers of computers, most of 
which are connected to the Internet. Effective use of infor- 
mation technology however, goes beyond the hardware. 
Technology educators are needed to help teachers integrate 
technology into the curriculum. Schools also need access 
to technical support personnel to maintain and upgrade 
systems. Unfortunately, many rural districts in Texas do 
not have adequate technology personnel, which limits the 
enormous potential of technology. 



Recommendations: 

1. Provide additional state aid to fully support adequate 
technology personnel in all districts. 

2. Provide assistance through the Texas Education Agency 
to help small districts apply for grants, such as E-Rate, 
that can help reduce the costs of technology. 

4) Getting a clearer picture 

An enormous amount of data on student and school vari- 
ables is collected by the state of Texas. Flowever we found a 
number of areas of apparent discrepancies between SASS, 
the Common Core of Data, the U.S. Census, and various 
Texas-based reports. We identified potential inaccurate data 
in the areas of: the numbers of students with limited En- 
glish skills, numbers of migrant students, teacher turnover 
rates, use and allocation ofTitle I funds, and levels of teacher 
certification. Policymakers and the public need reliable 
information and this situation needs to be corrected. 

In addition, many of the key findings of this report sug- 
gest inadequate and inequitable financing for rural districts. 
Lower salaries, fewer sources of professional development 
funding, inadequate support personnel, and less mentoring 
are all symptomatic of insufficient financial resources. Since 
we did not investigate school financing mechanisms in 
Texas, we have not determined the extent to which rural 
districts are financially struggling. However, we suspect that 
this is the case. 

Recommendations. 

1. Improve the collection of data on student and teacher 
characteristics, and refine categorical definitions as needed. 

2. Conduct an audit of the Texas school financing system 
to determine the degree to which it is equitable and ad- 
equate. 

Final Thoughts 

This portrait of rural teachers and teaching conditions in 
Texas reveals a number of areas of significant deficiencies 
for rural schools. With many high-need students and lag- 
ging support, rural schools are required to do more with 
less. This is a disservice to rural students and staff. 

These deficiencies can and should be rectified. This will 
require thoughtful policies, and in many cases, financial 
support. We believe these efforts are crucial, however — the 
half million rural students in Texas should not be 
underserved or left behind. 



Endnotes 
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1 “Rural” in this report is defined as National Council for Educational Statistics (NCES), locale codes 7 and 8. These are 
places in open rural areas or with a population under 2,500. 

2 A follow-up question was asked about the level of certification in this second field. Unfortunately over 50% of the 
respondents did not answer this question, and the small number of respondents made the results of questionable 
validity. 

3 See Darling-Elammond (2000, 2001) and Ingersoll (1999, 2001) 

4 Teachers were not asked to rate the usefulness of professional development in the areas of Individual Educational Plans 
(IEP) or Limited English Proficiency (LEP). 

5 Texas Education Agency report “Secondary School Completion and Dropouts, 2001-02” 

6 “Texas Strategic Plan to Address the Teaching Shortage.” October 2002. Adopted by the Texas Eligher Education 
Coordinating Board. Available at www.thecb.state.tx.us/ 

7 Id. 

8 Financial Aid for Texas Students 2002-2003. Published by the Texas Financial Aid Information center. Available at 
www. CollegeforTexans .com 
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